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SOCIAL AGENCY ACCOUNTABILITY IN TWO
CULTURES*
_________________________________________________________
Roger A. Lohmann, Ph.D.1
Professor of Social Work
West Virginia University

Introduction
Accountability has been an issue in American social work for most of the twentieth
century. As a result of the importance which accountability has assumed in this context,
efficiency and effectiveness have become important values in the indigenous practice of social
work in the United States. In fact, accountability in the American context has probably assumed
an importance beyond anything found anywhere else in the world.
The issue of accountability is intimately linked with the focus and approach of the Charity
Organization Society movement. (Lubove, 1970) In part, it owes its origins to the peculiar
combination of business and social reformers against entrenched local political bosses and
organizations that also produced the “good government” movement. At least since the early
1900's, American social administrators in both government and the commons* have had to deal
with a complex set of demands and expectations that their agencies and programs be accountable
in different ways.
Given the widespread interest in this topic among American social services, however, the
scarcity of empirical research on accountability in the social work literature is little short of
astounding. Despite nine decades of attention and a vast body of encouraging essays on the topic,
there is not a single sound empirical survey of efficiency in the entire American social
administration literature, for example. Even the most basic information about the accountability
practices of social agencies is based more upon hearsay and personal experience than upon any
empirical evidence.
The Theory of Nonprofit Accountability
There is a distinct concept of accountability implicit in the traditional Anglo-American
theory of the commons that identifies a number of critical dimensions of accountability. Unlike
much of the current emphasis on "cost-effectiveness" and “output” measurement, the traditional
Anglo-American model of nonprofit accountability is not primarily analytical and
methodological, but rather interactional and organizational in orientation. Likewise, it is less a
model stressing rational objectivity (or truth-seeking) with greater emphasis on moral and
political values (particularly truth telling). Social agencies which are nonprofit in orientation,
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governed by boards of disinterested trustees and responsible to broader communities are an
important component of this model. (Spencer, 1959)
The core of accountability in the commons is reliance upon a strong, active board of
directors, recruited from among those with interest in and concern for the programs of the
organization. In larger and more complex organizations, the decision-making authority of the
board may also be supplemented by the use of advisory panels or groups.
Another major element in this model of accountability is emphasis on accurate and timely
circulation of financial and program reports. As a minimum, written publicly available financial
statements, meeting conventional accounting standards are deemed to be important. Also
important are Annual Reports including both programmatic and financial information, together
with an Annual Meeting at which significant accomplishments are recognized and discussed.
Another major element in the traditional nonprofit model of accountability is a commitment on
the part of managers to facilitate and support these group processes, rather than undermining and
subverting them.
Comparative Social Administration
The research reported in this paper is an effort to shed some empirical light on traditional
accountability in a cross-cultural perspective. Because of the suspicion of a connection between
the persistence of the issue in the United States and indigenous cultural factors (most notably the
uniquely enduring influence of the Protestant ethic) it was decided to investigate the issue
through a comparison of some of the accountability practices of American social agencies with
those outside the United States. This study compares the operation of certain accountability
dynamics in samples of social agencies in the Appalachian region of the United States and in the
Republic of South Korea.
Research of this type in comparative social administration is still in its infancy. While
there have been a number of comparative studies of social welfare policies premised upon
comparisons of the legislative histories and timetables of welfare states, this is believed to be the
first application of an explicitly comparative frame of reference to the on-going administrative
practices of social welfare organizations. Comparative studies are always risky because of the
many pitfalls which they may encounter with regard to language and translation problems,
sampling problems, and subtle cultural differences in the phenomena being studied. Such studies
can also be risky for the researcher when the results are presented back to those from whom data
were collected -- as in this case. Comparative studies of values are especially risky. An effort
was made to minimize those risks in this case by concentrating upon empirical practices, rather
than beliefs, values or motivations.
Korean Social Administration Initiative
This study is part of a research initiative on East Asian social administration at the West
Virginia University School of Social Work which is directly related to the theme of this
conference. The basic effort is to examine aspects of social administration in East Asian
countries and compare them with administrative practices in the Anglo-American tradition. The
idea of a survey of Korean social administration was first posed by Sung Lai Boo, who also
oversaw translation of the questionnaires into Korean, and arranged for distribution of the Korean
questionnaires to member agencies in the Korean Social Welfare Association. Ms. Younock
Kim, MSW, did the preliminary data analysis on the Korean sample, and she and Seinom Hahn,
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MSW reviewed the available literature on Korean social administration, both in Korean and
English.
Literature Review
In the United States, social welfare organizations fall none-too-neatly into major
classifications as private, (nonprofit or commercial) and governmental (federal, state, local or
special district). American state laws regulate the creation and management of tax-exempt
nonprofit corporations created for a broad range of charitable purposes. (Oleck, 1980) While the
social policy governing agency programs and purposes is complex and variable, the Social
Security Act, is the cornerstone of contemporary American social policy.
Following the Korean War, the commons expanded rapidly in Korea, partly with the
assistance of American philanthropy, and incorporating many American practices. Yet, Korean
agencies have not been subjected to the same preoccupation with accountability which
characterizes the American context and consequently recognizable technical literature on
accountability is very hard to come by. This appears to be changing somewhat, however.
Several recent articles have dealt directly with aspects of budgeting and related financial
management concerns. (Choi, 1988; Eoh, 1988; Lee, 1988; Pyun, 19??; Yoo, 1988) In Korea,
Chapter 9 of the Law of Social Welfare establishes boards of directors for both private and public
social welfare institutions. Such boards have the legal right to represent their institutions in
accordance with their constitutions and charters. (Yoo, 1982)
Korean agencies depend on outside, nongovernmental support for approximately onethird of their total budgets. (Yoo, 1982) Such support may come from the agency's assets or
income, or support from community people. There are several established Korean fund raising
activities, such as Red Cross membership, Neighborhood Fund Raising, Disaster Relief fund
raising, Fund Raising for Tuberculosis, Salvation Army, the One Million Walkers Campaign,
and sponsorships for children, the aged and others. An earlier attempt at a national combined
fund raising system patterned after the United Way was repressed in the coup d'etat of 1961, and
has yet to reemerge. (Choi, 1988) Approximately $41 million in cash and material assistance was
supplied by foreign voluntary agencies in 1982. (Pyun, undated. )
The exact proportion of nongovernmental support for American agencies varies widely.
Total voluntary contributions in the United States were estimated to exceed $100 billion for the
first time in 1988, with social services receiving as much as 20 percent of the total. The largest
single source of voluntary support for social services is through the thousands of local United
Ways.
Sample
The study is an exploratory study of accountability practices in Korea and the United
States. The unit of analysis is that somewhat amorphous entity "the social agency" which is
presumably accountable for its actions, although the question of who is accountable to whom is
always very much at issue. All of the respondents represented "nonprofit" organizations of one
sort or another, and the majority of responses are from publicly supported private, nonprofit
organizations, with a smattering of public nonprofits responding as well.
Twin samples of 40 Korean agencies and 37 American ones were surveyed. The Korean
sample was collected from among member agencies of the National Social Welfare Association,
headquartered in Seoul. Responses came from across the country, from large and small cities.
The American sample was collected from field placement agencies of the West Virginia
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University School of Social Work. These agencies are largely located in the Appalachian region,
and represent a broad cross-section of urban and rural settings. Questions for both sub-samples
were organized around a number of traditional accountability concerns, with particular emphasis
on financial accountability: sources of income and support, annual meetings, bookkeeping
practices, constituencies for the distribution of financial statements and the nature of the
budgetary process.
Developmentally, each sample falls clearly within the dominant patterns of social welfare
development in its country. Only one Korean agency respondent was founded prior to the
occupation of the 1930's and more than 90 percent were created after the Korean War ended in
the 1950's. This fits with the basic profile of American military health and welfare ordinances,
beginning in October, 1945, and the establishment of the Korean Ministry of Health and Social
Affairs in 1955, followed by the adoption of significant pieces of social legislation from 19611983. (Pyun, undated)
Among the American agencies, 5 percent of respondent agencies were created prior to
1900 another 5 percent from 1900-1910 and 2.7 percent between 1920-1930. 5.6 percent were
created during the Depression years, none during the decade of the 1940's and another 5.6 percent
during the 1950's. Twenty percent of the agencies in the sample were created during the 1960's,
and the largest group, 44.4 percent, were created in the peak Title XX years of the 1970's.
Somewhat surprisingly, 11 percent of the respondent agencies were newly created in the Reagan
years since 1980.
Data Analysis: Procedures
The data analysis reported here revealed areas of agreement and disagreement between
the American and Korean sub-samples. To test for agreement, Chi-Square tests were performed
on contingency tables with each question cross-tabulated on one axis against the two subsamples
on the other. For those items on which the probability was greater than .05 or the frequency of
items in any cell was less than 5, the hypothesis of difference between the subsamples was
rejected, and the conclusion was reached that Korean and American practices on that question
appear to converge. On items where the Chi-Square probability was less than .05 and the
frequency of items in all cells was greater than 5, the hypothesis of difference was accepted and
the conclusion was reached that Korean and American practices on that question appear to differ.
For example, responses to the question of whether or not private philanthropy played a
role in creation of the agency for the two subsamples had a probability of .5485, leading to
rejection of the hypothesis of difference. Given the information about when agencies were
created discussed above, and the similar role of American philanthropy in each case, this finding
is entirely consistent with the historical record.
By contrast, the observed probability on the question of whether or not American
philanthropy played a continuing role in the agency was well below the .05 level (.0022),
suggesting that differences between the two subsamples are not simply due to chance. Seventeen
percent of the Korean agencies reported a continuing role for American philanthropy, compared
to 57 percent of the US agencies. Again, this appears consistent with the recent histories of the
two countries. In the following, scores on items with high p scores (above .05), responses will be
reported for the full sample, while subsample scores will be reported separately on items with p
values > .05.
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Findings:General
Annual Reports
The majority of agencies in both countries reported producing an annual report every
year. Fewer American agencies reported doing a report every year (73% verses 97% of the
Korean agencies) and considerably more (US 20%/ROK 2.5%) reported doing one occasionally
or never. Only about one fifth of all agencies (21.9%) said that their annual reports were
discussed or summarized in newspaper stories or other media reports.
Interestingly, there were very few significant differences between Korean and American
agencies over the contents and circulation of annual reports and over the agendas of annual
meetings, as shown in Table 1.
Table 1
Contents of Annual Reports
(Reported differences are statistically significant at .05 level)
ROK
Program
Financial Statements
Service Statistics
Names of Trustees
Staff Names
Client Names
Financial Appeals
Other Information
Pictures
Charts
Drawings*
Agency Logo

Combined

97.%

US
78.8%

75.3%
69.8
15

39.4
24.7
5.5
9.6
9.6
27.3
50.7

5

24.2
58.9

There were also similar patterns, with a single difference, in the reported distribution of
annual reports. In general, it would appear from the responses to this survey, that annual reports
of social agencies in Korea and the United States are not widely disseminated. In fact, the only
destination reported by a majority of agencies (77.8%) for their annual reports was into agency
files. The next largest category was the agencies’ own archives (25.4%).
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Table 2
Distribution of Annual Reports
(Reported differences are statistically significant at .05 level)
ROK
Public Library
College/Univ. Library
Agency Library
Agency Files
Agency Archives
Other Archives
Don’t Know

Combined

US

2.8%
2.8
11.1
77.8
25.4
2.8
5.5

Annual Meetings
A high proportion of both subsamples reported that they held annual meetings every year.
(84.2%) There appear to be both similarities and differences in who attends annual meetings.
The majority of respondents in both groups said board members attend annual meetings. (82.1%)
and the majority of both groups were in agreement that clients did not attend. Only a minority of
agencies (14.9%) reported advisory groups or committees attending the annual meeting. In
addition, roughly 20% of both groups indicated that others also attended their annual meetings
(public officials were the most frequently mentioned category). Other differences surfaced,
however, over the attendance of other categories, as seen in Table 1.
Table 3
Groups Attending Agency Annual Meetings
(Reported differences are statistically significant at .05 level)
ROK
Board Members
Advisory Committee Members
11.1
Staff Members
44.4
Staff of Other Agencies
2.7
Clients
Members of Media
General Public
Other

Combined
82.1

US
38.7
83.8
29.1

14.9
10.9
21.6
20.4

Agenda
This gives us an idea of similarities and differences in attendance at Korean and US
agencies’ annual meetings. Next we might ask what occurs at those annual meetings? Several
questions about standard accountability-related agenda items were posed to each group. Table 2
shows the pattern of responses.
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Table 4
Agenda Items of Agency Annual Meetings
(Reported differences are statistically significant at .05 level)
ROK
President’s Report
Treasurer’s Report
Other Director’s Reports
Officer’s Reports
Speakers
Awards
Appeals for Funds
Other Agenda Items?

Combined
64.6%
80.
60.9

13.9

US

51.7
18.4
20.

16.7

6.9
9.1

Financial Records
Virtually all agencies in both samples maintain their own financial records (>90 percent)
and report that they conform to generally accepted accounting procedures (>95 percent). Only a
small proportion (5 percent in each country) report that their books are maintained by others.
Similarly high percentages (92.5% in Korea and 91.6% in US) reported that they maintained a
general ledger. Considerably lower percentages in both subsamples, however, reported that they
utilized a double-entry bookkeeping system (57.5% in Korea and 69.4% in US). The greatest
difference between the two groups on financial records involved the accounting basis: All of the
Korea respondents (100%) reported operating on a cash basis, while only 20.6% of the US
sample reported a cash basis. Of the remainder, 14.7% reported a modified accrual basis, and
61.8% an accrual basis (one respondent wrote in “other” without explanation.)
Financial Statements
The majority of agencies from each country also reported that they regularly produce
balance sheets (71% in Korea and 95% in the US), expense statements (97%), income
statements(100% in Korea and 82% in the US ) and statements of changes in fund balances(
100% Korean and 81% US). In one of the more significant differences of the study, American
agencies were much more likely to report a combined income and expense statement than their
Korean counterparts. (94% verses 65%)
Table 5
Financial Statement Distribution
Revenue
Statement
No One Outside the Agency
Federal Social Welfare Agency
Federal Tax Agency
State Social Welfare Agency
State Tax Agency
Board
Clients
Other
Budget Process

10.9%
33.8
14.1
25.4
7.1
63.9
2.8
26.8

Balance
Sheet
15.7%
27.5
10.1
13.2
2.8
56.5
1.5
17.4

R,D,C/FB
13.9%
30.
11.4
14.2
2.8
58.6
2.9
24.3
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The majority of agencies in both samples also reported that they regularly prepared a
budget. (97.4%). A large majority also reported that the budgets were prepared annually
(90.8%). Interestingly, about 8% of each sample reported preparing a budget more frequently
(quarterly or monthly).
Table 6
Budget Process
(Reported differences are statistically significant at .05 level)
ROK
Part of Larger Process
Preliminary Proposals
Budget Hearings
Negotiations
Revisions
Acceptance Ceremony
Other?

Combined

53.6%
41.4%
0
2.4
21.9%

US
47.2%
79.1%
60.9%
52.1%
69.6%

15.9%
4.8%

Implications
Broad similarities, as well as important differences emerged from this comparative study
of accountability. In general, it appears from the results of this survey that in both the United
States and in Korea, many social agencies are not nearly as involved in a multidimensional
assault on accountability as one might expect. While the majority of all agencies sampled
produce annual reports, the proportion of American agencies who reportedly do not produce
annual reports was truly surprising. For those agencies doing annual reports, the general pattern
in both countries is for relatively limited distribution of those reports. In fact, “putting a copy in
the files” seems to be the principal form of distribution of social agency annual reports.
An even more disturbing aspect of this pattern is that failure to distribute annual reports to
libraries and archives means that fundamental information about contemporary social agencies
and programs is not available to students, scholars and others interested in them. If the treatment
of annual reports is consistent with other information dissemination practices, social agencies,
despite the alleged pressures of accountability, may truly be invisible to large portions of
contemporary society.
Likewise, while most agencies report holding annual meetings, they appear to be
primarily intended for board members and, especially in the case of the US, staff members. In
both countries, the failure to use the annual meeting as an occasion to reach out to clients,
members of the media the general public and other constituencies was clearly evident.
Likewise, broadly similar patterns were evident in the distribution of financial statements,
with agencies in both countries apparently doing only what was necessary or legally required.
Most surprising of all was the finding that less than two thirds of agencies in the total sample
distributed financial statements to board members. Given the legal responsibility of boards in
both countries for overseeing the management of agency affairs, this seems to point directly to a
major problem area.
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The greatest area of difference involved budgetary practices. While the majority of
agencies in both countries prepared budgets on a yearly basis, important differences in the
preparation process were discovered. Significantly higher proportions of American agencies
reported preparing preliminary proposals, engaging in budget hearings and negotiations and
having to prepare budget revisions. The proportion of Korean agencies involved as part of a
larger process was somewhat higher.
It is important to point out that the majority of the American respondents are located in
the Appalachian region, and are therefore probably not characteristic of American accountability
practices in general. On the whole, the region tends to be poorer, more rural, and less developed
than the US as a whole, which may have an impact on accountability practices. Thus the finding
that fewer American agencies do annual reports, for example, may be a regional (or rural)
characteristic.
Conclusions
On the whole, one does not get the impression from these data that the tremendous
concern of American social welfare scholars with accountability is necessarily shared by social
agency management either in Korea or the United States.
The overall impression is of
minimalist responses to accountability demands made in a largely reactive mode; of doing what
may be deemed necessary, but little beyond that. Financial statements are prepared regularly and
filed. Annual reports are prepared and given the same treatment. Annual meetings are held, but
many potential constituents and supporters are not involved. Annual meeting agendas include the
legally necessary reports, but little in the way of programs designed to capture public attention, or
stimulate further support.
On the whole, this lends support to the conclusion that either the concerns over
accountability expressed in the literature have been exaggerated, or agencies are missing
important opportunities to respond to the demands of accountability. Perhaps those on the firing
line do not see the problem of accountability in the same light as those in the academy who are
writing about it. Further study is necessary to determine where the answer lies.
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